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1. INTRODUCTION: 

 There is serious disagreement over the role of ideology in foreign policy-making. Realists argue that ideology 

is very much a manifestation of the national interest. According to them, a particular country follows a particular 

ideology only if it suits its interest. Whenever there is a conflict between interest and ideology, preference is always 

given to the interest. While opponents of this view like Brzezinski asserts that ‘no country acts in a vacuum and every 

country has its own philosophical preference and value system which is shaped by its history and cultural-political 

legacy, and its acts follow the framework laid down by this value context.’1 It is not only the matter of liberal economy, 

free trade, individualism, and parliamentarianism of the United States and the socialism, collectivism, and command 

economy of the Soviet Union but also the ideals of non-alignment, decolonization, and equal status of the third world 

countries matter in the international relations.  

 The last century has been the ‘age of extremes’2 as far as the ideologies matter in international relations. With 

the start of the century, the whole of Europe was almost divided among three ideological influences of capitalism (the 

Right), communism (the Left), and fascism (the far Right).  The spearheads of a particular ideology tried to expand their 

influence at the cost of others. During the World War II, the Left and Right joined hand to defeat the far-Right but once 

the fear of far-Right was over, the two remaining ideologies themselves locked horn with each other to establish their 

own particular ideology all over the world. However, in the post-WWII era, to counter the extremes of these ideologies 

and their hegemonistic tendency, a new ideology of Non-alignment emerged in the third world. Just after the end of the 

Cold War when the Non-aligned movement (NAM) found no significance in international conduct, capitalism was 

projected as the only viable ideology before the world. However, after the short triumph of the socio-economic model 

of capitalism, Islamic ideology emerged as the most complicating value system in the international relations and Iran 

claimed to lead this ideological value since the Islamic revolution in Iran. ‘Islamism’ (or ‘political Islam’) has engaged 

everywhere around the globe to fight the atrocities of the West. This is the most stubborn ideology today challenging 

the values of capitalism. 

 Whatever be the contentions, we cannot deny the significance of ideology in foreign policy. First, once a state 

declares a particular ideology as its official one it can’t deny its compulsion in its acts from time-to-time. It becomes its 

compulsion to show concern towards that particular ideology because it is linked to the very legitimacy of the regime. 

Secondly, the linking of the acts to a particular ideology strengthens the mobilization of mass in favour of a particular 

orientation as well as in favour of state itself. Once declared, it becomes tough for the regime to deny it bluntly because 

a pervasive ideology remains present in the life of common man and any defiance may risk mass ire. In many cases, by 

advocating a particular ideology a state tries to garner supports from the wider populace across the border and 

successfully projects itself as the leader of that part world. 

 

2. The Genesis of NAM: 
 The ideology of NAM promises to resist the domination, subjugation, and exploitation by the Superpowers 

either by their direct political, economic, and military presence in the region or through the very regimes which have 

clients of the bloc power. The ideology NAM draws the clear line between exploiter and exploited in international 
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relations. In global terms, NAM has been the staunchest challenge to the hegemonic ideals of bloc system emerged after 

the end of WWII. Non-alignment locked horn with bloc dominance and India was its ceremonial commander.  

 However, in term of NAM, we must accept that it was more a strategy, rather than an in-built theory, which was 

adopted by the most of newly decolonized nations to counter the specific international challenges.3 The dynamic nature 

of NAM, adopted in the foreign policies of its driver countries, proves the strategic elements contained in it. Though 

initially, it was approved in relative terms to counter the compulsion imposed by the military blocs, over the time it was 

manipulated to meet the economic and other social needs faced by the newly emerged weaker nations in the society of 

states. NAM was adopted to counter the bloc hegemony in international state-system but later it became a bloc 

independently based on the interests of Non-aligned countries. Initially, they avoided any kind of grouping or 

institutionalization of Non-aligned states. Logically, it has been a desire to promote the democratisation of international 

relationships and courage to stand against the very polarisation of bloc-system. However, later they got sucked into the 

process greater institutionalization to make their co-operation more effective. Institutionalization can be seen in the 

context of Co-ordinating Bureau and Permanent Representative at UN with the desired procedure to channelized the 

interests of third world countries in a bloc manner.4 

India's policy of Non-alignment can be said to have been framed during its freedom struggle itself. During its freedom 

struggle, it had constantly supported the freedom movements in other parts of Asia and Africa. By doing so it recognised 

the global nature of the struggle against colonialism and projected its own independence struggle as part of the global 

struggle against colonialism. India opposed all forms of colonial oppression and supported the freedom struggle going 

outside its border.  The Indian freedom movement was not inward in perspective rather advocated a foreign policy based 

on universal democratization and peace. C. Sankaran Nair president of Indian National Congress in 1897 stated:  

Our true policy is a peaceful policy…With such capacity for internal development as our 

country possesses, with such a crying need to carry out the reforms absolutely necessary 

for our well-being, we want a period of prolonged peace.5 

 The two main strands- anti-colonialism and the economic rationale behind the imperialism- constituted the main 

ingredients of Indian National Congress’ external outlook.6 Leaders of Indian freedom-struggle opposed the 1878-80 

Afghan war and termed it as purely colonial greed. Similarly, the attack on Burma in 1885 and on Tibet in 1903 seemed 

like efforts to strengthen the interests of colonial power. In these instances, Indian leaders did oppose the expansionist 

policy of British India not only because of the economic burden that India would go to bear but also because it was 

politically immoral. The real test to Indian policy comes when fascist forces, which were the main opponents of Britain, 

attacked Ethiopia and Czechoslovakia. Jawaharlal Nehru refused to meet Mussolini despite his consistent request. 

Similarly, he refused the official invitation to go to Germany and saw its aggregation as merely another form of 

colonialism. India’s opposition to Japanese aggression against China showed that its pro-Asia identity was not blind to 

the real content of foreign conduct but was very much open to the scrutiny of merit and demerit of a particular action. 

Congress which was the vanguard of freedom struggle developed its anti-colonialism and pro-Asian identity in more 

rigorous terms of ‘international economic imperialism’ and ‘threat to global peace’.7 By establishing the Department of 

Foreign affairs in Congress and by participating in the International Congress of Oppressed Nationalities held in Brussels 

in 1927, India strengthened its identity with Asia and Africa in a more institutionalist way.8                            

 Newly independent India continued with this ideological context in its foreign policy. It initiated Non-

alignment, both in spirit and letter, in its foreign orientation. India spearheaded the anti-colonialism rationale against the 

neo-imperialism. During this period, Indian foreign policy, both at bilateral as well as global level, was largely shaped 

by the pursuit of this global goal. The ongoing development of Indian freedom struggle imparted a great impetus to the 

freedom movements going on elsewhere. Riding on these sentiments Nehru, the builder of modern India, convened the 

Asian Relations Conference in March 1947. At this event Nehru shared his sentiments: 

For too long, we of Asia have been petitioners in the Western courts of the Chancellories. 

That story must now belong to the past. We propose to stand on our own feet and to co-

operate with all others who are prepared to co-operate with us. We do not intend to be a 

plaything of others.9 

 The policy of Non-alignment shaped by Nehru was contagious and so the proponents of the movement increased 

in number for the same reason and motivation. Nehru’s support to convene a conference in Delhi in January 1949 to 

support Indonesian cause was a turning point in the history of Non-alignment.10 It meant a new alignment was imminent 

in reaction to the atrocities of bloc hegemons. He added: “We do not want to form a new bloc but inevitably the countries 

of Asia will come closer together and India will play a leading part in this.”11 Similarly, Bandung Conference of Afro-

Asia relations held in Jakarta in 1955 and India's enthusiastic participation in it showed that now India was a strong 

supporter of solitary of Asia and Africa.  

 India did not show the spirit of Non-alignment only at conference and summit level but also pursued its 

commitment in acts. India was the first Asian country to recognize China and gave concrete shape to the principle of 

Panchsheel.12 Nehru gave due importance to the idea of NAM to decide every issue in foreign policy. He declined to 
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sign the Japanese Peace Treaty in San Fransisco in 1951 because he considered some of its clauses as limiting the 

sovereignty and independence of Japan.13 India also showed its guanine concern on Korean issue when it was appointed 

chairman of the Neutral Nations Relations commissions.14 The fact that both sides accused India of partiality indeed 

proved India's independent and bipartisan approach. 

India, under Nehru, cemented a close relationship with the neighbouring countries with the exposition of Non-alignment. 

India was naturally as well as politically in a position of hegemon in South Asian region In term of geography, 

demography, economy, and military strength India was able to far outshine all its regional counterparts. However, India 

never let this sense of dominance to come in the way of initiating relations based on mutually acceptable terms. This 

shows India’s inherent commitment to the value of NAM. Treaties of Friendship were concluded with Bhutan (in 1949) 

and with Nepal (in 1950). India went for similar treaties with both Indonesia (1951) and Philippines (1954) and also 

preferred the same terms of relations with Afghanistan, Egypt, Iran, Syria, Turkey, and Muscat. Independent India’s 

approach to Sri Lanka was based on the principle of mutual respect and equality of Ashoka’s Dhamma in foreign affairs 

rather than ingredients of British patron-client approach.15  

 

3. Indian Dilemma in the post-Cold War Era: 
 However, despite India’s commitment to the larger values of NAM, we can’t deny a shift in Indian foreign 

policy after the Cold War. In a unipolar world, when the international conducts have been largely shaped by the 

economic stimuli, Indian foreign policy has been increasingly moving towards a path of de-idealization and reciprocal 

in orientation. This shift can be seen when Indian foreign policy, in a less abstract sense, has shifted towards the US’ 

ambit of influence away from Russia which it used to see as the natural guardian of the third world countries, given its 

state ideology of socialism, anti-colonialism, and co-operation with Non-aligned countries.  

 In a unipolar world when the US came out in a position of single superpower to reshape the international 

relations and set the norms and values of inter-state conduct, Indian policy-makers were taken aback. On the issue of 

change in its international orientation India was left with two options- either to go with the earlier policies of opposition 

to any unilateral dominance of any country and face the same fate as Iran, Iraq and North Korea did face later or to 

reshuffle its policies according to the demands of new system-maker. Given the demography and the political system of 

the country, it was not possible to go for the first alternative. India is a democratic country and the political corridor is 

accountable to the mass that gives them mandate at regular interval to conduct state affairs. The population of India was 

still in a backward position and needed continuous stimulus to accelerate social and economic growth which is the first 

aspiration in a democratically elected political system. This was the criteria which set the Indian approach different from 

Iran, Iraq, and North Korea to choose the path of reorientation rather than confrontation. Secondly, in a unipolar world 

when Russia was no more in a position to back India in its efforts to safeguard its national interest, India was left in the 

lurch to look for a strong partner which could guard it against any threat to its national interests. Given the strained 

relations with its neighbours, the second exposition was given priority. The way Soviets consistently backed India on 

the issues like Kashmir, it needed another big brother with which it could guard its territorial integrity.16 

 Similarly, in the case of West Asia, Indian foreign policies saw a drastic change. Countries like Iraq and 

Palestine which were at the ideological core of Indian foreign policy suddenly got marginalised to the periphery, while, 

the counties like Israel and Iran which were once at the periphery came to the core-site.17 Another point which is quite 

significant while addressing the shift in India’s International orientation was is the growing economic rationale in the 

post-Cold War era.  

 With the demise of the communist bloc, the socio-economic path of the third world countries got compelled to 

move towards a capitalist and liberalized directions. India’s long experience of the controlled model of economic 

development failed to produce the desired result and the majority of its populations continued to suffer from extreme 

poverty. These calculations forced India to reorient its economic model and went for globalization, privatization and 

liberalization in a big way. The compulsion of this new change demanded Indian policymakers to emphasize economic 

consideration while conducting inter-state affairs. ASEAN remained neglected for Indian policymakers as it was seen 

an extension of American extraterritorial influence, while, in the post-Cold War era the regional significance has forced 

India to calibrate an ASEAN-centric ‘Look East’ policy.18 This change in the Indian approach can be seen driven by the 

economic consideration of globalization rather than a strategic element. 

 

4. Positive Spirit in the Globalisation Era: 

 Given the idealistic evolution of NAM around India’s external outlook, it can’t be claimed that the Indian 

foreign policy was completely bereft of pragmatism during the cold war. Though India showed the inherent compulsion 

of NAM in the friendship treaty with Nepal (1949) and SL (1954) but its intervention in Bangladesh Mukti Andolan 

and Sri Lanka on the issue of Tamils was seen as part of power-politics in Indian foreign policy. Similarly, India's refrain 

from taking a strong and vocal stand over Soviet involvement in Afghanistan also tarnished its image of the leader of 

NAM.19 India's stand on these issues was at complete variance with the spirit of NAM which it claimed to nourish to 
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make it a voice in international relations. However, India chose to safeguard its national interest despite the loss of 

credibility among Non-alignment nations.  

 Jawaharlal Nehru, the architecture of NAM, has clarified at many times that “our policy is not a negative policy 

and that ultimately foreign policy is the outcome of economic policy.”20 Newly decolonized countries were not satisfied 

with political independence only but wanted to promote NAM in such way that would reverse the skewed social-

economic trajectory of the colonial era. Of course, it is quite natural that when the cold war was quite intense the 

‘negativism’ was the priority. But ‘negativism’ and ‘prohibition’ are not the appropriate phrases to explain NAM. Now, 

when the cold war is over it is the time to realise NAM in its positive spirit. 

 The mixed bag of ideology and pragmatism proves that Indian foreign policymakers never lost the sight of 

national interest. The contention is not to deny the consciousness of Indian history and traditions as a determining factor 

in the Indian foreign policy but to advocate a strong pitch for NAM with a changed strategy. The way NAM was pursued 

in good faith during the cold war asks for the relevance of NAM as a strategy even today. During the cold war, NAM 

was pursued not only negatively to refrain from military blocs but also positively to encourage global peace, universal 

disarmament, and the socioeconomic cause of perpetual conflict.21 Today, NAM can reset the global platform to counter 

the challenges the world is facing today. Today, the world system has been divided into haves and have-nots based on 

the terms of trade, climate change, and the structurings of major international forums.  

 The era of the cold war when the only option was either to choose me or to choose enemy is over, and the 

galvanization of nations is now taking place on these new emerging challenges. The world has unanimously accepted 

the importance of trade as the source of prosperity and any clandestine grouping on political lines would pose a hindrance 

in achieving this universal goal. However, the world is today looks more divided, while the developed countries want 

undeveloped countries open their market by doing away with tariff and other non-tariff barriers, they refuse to cut their 

subsidy level making their market inaccessible for undeveloped countries.22 The current logjam over the new terms of 

trade at WTO has left the undeveloped countries to seek their interest together.23 In sum, the world is divided on the 

issue of trade between the pro-free and the pro-fair group. Similarly, on the climate issue, the developed countries 

backtrack to take up their historical responsibility and are putting the onus to save green globe on the developing 

countries who are in dire need to accelerate their economic growth to uplift their masses from massive poverty. The 

polarization of the world community on the issue of the reshuffle of the major international forum also reminds the logic 

of the cold war and the NAM. While the hegemonic countries refuse to concede place for the accommodation of new 

developing countries and are unwilling to change the status quo, the developing countries are divided on the question 

of representation-quota in these international bodies on the lines of region and national priorities. In this scenario, NAM 

reminds the spirit and rationale behind it to get developing countries together and make concerted efforts to secure their 

interest in the long-term.  

 NAM is the single overarching umbrella under which global south can get together and make conscious to 

counter the global North’s efforts to do away the term on these issues unilaterally without taking account the concern 

of their counterparts. India shares the same concerns on the issues along with other South nation and can lead the global 

south. India led the concern and approaches of newly independent countries during the cold war era and today 

international community demands the same from India but with a changed perception of concern and challenges. Today 

when India is projected as a natural partner of the US and other western powers it must be cleared in mind that, given 

its size, skewed demography, and limited resources, India is a natural antithesis to the US and its allies on the issues of 

climate, trade, and reforms in the international organisations.24 

 While the US is the largest subsidy-provider to its agriculture sector, India has been pressurised unfairly to do 

away with the livelihood of millions of its farmers by reducing the market support. The US is the largest polluter in the 

recent history, while, tactically it has been pressurising India to cut emission level and leave its population in the constant 

state of extreme deprivation. Similarly, the US is going to be the major loser if reforms take place in the structure and 

function of the international organisations as it has been playing with these as diplomatic tools. The revelations by 

Wikileaks show how the US has been blocking India’s effects to get into these organisations.25 Terrorism has been the 

most talked about the issues of cooperation between India and the US in recent times but it must be kept in mind that 

even at this grave threat to humanity both are on the opposite sides. Terrorism has acquired an unbridled dimension after 

its reckless military intervention in the West Asian region. While the sponsor of terrorism which India faces is the 

partner with the US in its ‘war on terror’ and gets silent support to continue with it. So, India must stop being fooled by 

its western counterparts and seek where its real interest lies in the long-term. 

 

5. Conclusion: 

 Nehruvian concept of NAM was an affirmative agenda. The goal of NAM was not just to refrain from military 

blocs but also to democratize international relations and to achieve national interests of newly decolonised countries 

including India. The perception of India’s interest different from the global South would be short-sighted and the pursuit 

of India’s national interest in the context of global South will be in India’s long-term interests. When the era of 
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colonialism, militarism, and the classical cold war era is over, NAM has acquired the new relevance. The dynamic 

course of NAM adopted by the Indian policymakers during cold war suggests the same. 

 Scholars who reject the utility of NAM in Indian foreign policy usually forget that India is still diametrically 

opposite to the global power in term of political and economic potential and its alternatives in foreign policy are limited, 

and when your options are limited you can’t ignore any alternative available to you. India’s is not like US or Rusia 

which are capable to push their interest unilaterally.  When the NAM was able to create so much diplomatic reshuffle 

at the time of classical militarism why can’t it do the same today?  Today’s call for south-to-south co-operation is just a 

reverberation of the cooperation that NAM once showed. The need is just to readjust it according to the needs of the 

time. After the demise of communism, Islamic zeal has emerged as the most stubborn challenge to capitalism and 

westernisation. However, given the violent nature, it has limited diplomatic potential. So, the NAM promises the single 

most effective tool to produce the result for the global South under the leadership of India. Despite all value systems 

and cultural identities, the very political system and decision-making institutions of a state play an important part in 

deciding the external orientations of that particular state. These are the mechanism through which external stimuli are 

filtered and the responses are made out. In the same way, NAM provides an opportunity which has to be filtered through 

a conscious and informed mind before it is put to realise one’s interests. Now it is up to us whether to strangulate NAM 

in an ideological box or to make it a strategy in good faith to secure our long-term interests. 
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